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Abstract 
Korach’s Fall: A Game Based Learning Environment for Informal Jewish Education 
Benjamin Goldberg 
Advisor: Michael Wagner, Ph.D 
 
 
Like many other areas of education, informal Jewish education is now looking to 
21st century influences for help in restructuring the manner by which educational 
material is delivered. Similar to many other religions, ritualistic practices within 
Judaism are connected to elements of play and games. In addition to this, 
researchers note the potential of game based learning to afford twenty-first century 
skills as well as provide a relevant educational methodology for the current 
generation of students. Thus, I believe that a game based learning environment 
would help make informal Jewish educational programs more meaningful to 
contemporary students. This paper describes, “Korach’s Fall,” a game based learning 
environment for informal Jewish education. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In the world of Jewish education, specifically informal Jewish education, there 
has been much discussion regarding how to reshape educational practices in order 
to be more effective among today's youth, who are living in a media-driven culture 
[Woocher 2006; Woocher 2012; Gamoran 2007; Gewirtz 2005; Raviv 2000]. As 
noted by Jonathan Woocher, a leading thinker in Jewish education: 
"Jewish education faces a new set of realities that poses new 
questions…Everything we do today - how we work, how we play, how we 
communicate, how we travel, how we make friends (and find life partners), how we 
relax, and how we learn - has been dramatically transformed by digital technology." 
[Woocher 2012, pg.187] 
Judaism actually lends itself towards the idea of educating through games and 
play. Religion, in general, is composed of a complex series of ritualistic practices that 
are in strong alignment with the philosophical concepts of play, mimicry and world 
creation [Huizinga 1944; Caillois 1961]. It is no coincidence that the pivotal work of 
both Johan Huizinga's Homo Ludens and Roger Caillois' Man, Play, and Games are 
considered important works in other religious theologies [Cox 1969]. 
While at the center of this effort is the desire to create a meaningful personal 
connection to Judaic content, contemporary disruptions have drastically changed 
the effectiveness of the overall educational delivery. Looking to technologies to aid 
in this respect, educators and theorists have begun to realize that technology, such 
as a virtual environment, "…offers the potential to develop students' 21st-century 
  
3 
skills by providing them with new ways to develop their problem solving, critical 
thinking, and communication skills." [Reisman and Reisman 2003]  
I argue that a digital game-based learning environment is therefore extremely 
well suited not only to helping students engage in meaningful experiences related to 
their religion, but also to providing a contemporary outlet for students that are 
disengaged from both Judaic content and traditional teaching methodologies. To test 
this, I developed and had evaluated, Korach's Fall, a game-based learning 
environment for informal Jewish education designed to educate players on the 
details of a parsha story, as well as a number of cultural ideals, practices and 
customs of the Jewish people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
4 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Play In Religion  
Whether we recognize it or not, the interaction between play and games 
pervades many aspects of our lives [Huizinga 1944; Caillois 1961; Plate 2010]. 
Beyond the associations of activities like board games, freeze tag or video games, 
these interactions formulate complex systems that can be closely juxtaposed to 
those within religious faiths [Huizinga 1944; Caillois 1961; Plate 2010]. By 
examining the work of the acclaimed anthropologist, Johan Huizinga, we can see just 
how closely religion, specifically Judaism, is related to aspects of play. 
In his celebrated work, Homo Ludens: A Study of Play-element in Culture, 
Huizinga delves into the depths of what constitutes "play" and how we, as human 
beings, can be considered players of games [Huizinga 1944]. After a thorough 
analysis of the main characteristics of play, Huizinga constructed the following 
definition: 
"[Play is] a free activity standing quite consciously outside ‘"ordinary'" life as 
being ‘"not serious'", but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and 
utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no profit can be 
gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space 
according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of 
social groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their 
difference from the common world by disguise or other means." [Huizinga 1944] 
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As other researchers note [Huizinga 1944; Plate 2010] there is a clear 
connection between these characteristics and religious rituals. As Associate 
Professor at Hamilton University, S. Brent Plate, describes:  
"…play is ‘sacred' in the sense that it is set apart from ‘ordinary' (profane) life; it 
creates its own sense of order; promotes communal cohesion; and reinforces 
identity and difference. These are common traits associated with ritual as well." 
[Plate 2010] 
Furthermore, Huizinga consistently returns to the pervasive assumption that 
play reflects a non-serious situation or attitude.  Referencing the common response 
children give during play sessions that they are "only pretending" or that the game 
was "only for fun," Huizinga states: 
"…the consciousness of play being ‘only a pretend' does not by any means 
prevent it from proceeding with the utmost seriousness, with an absorption, a 
devotion that passes into rapture and, temporarily at least, completely abolishes 
that troublesome ‘only' feeling." [Huizinga 1944] 
Based on these ideas, it is clear that there are deep connections between 
concepts of play and religion. Akin to religious rituals, play consists of creating an 
almost sacred world. Structured with rules and guidelines, this world provides 
individuals with a space to freely, and seriously, commit to building a personal and 
social identity. Applying this concept to the Judaic faith, we can begin to understand 
how the various Judaic principles, practices, and rituals can be associated with 
methods of play and games. 
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2.2 Play In Judaism 
“…if you observe the commandments of the Lord, your G-d, and walk in His ways.” 
(Devarim 28:9) 
As illustrated by the above quote, one of Judaism's fundamental principles 
is to emulate the ways of G-d. The "ways" spoken of here are expounded upon 
in the earlier book of Exodus where G-d describes himself to Moses as: "Lord, 
Lord, benevolent God, Who is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and 
abundant in loving kindness and truth, preserving loving kindness for 
thousands…" (Exodus 34:6-7) To further reinforce this idea, part of the Jewish 
morning prayer service, Shachrit, consists of the recitation of these qualities.  
The principle to imitate G-d in his ways provides an important insight into 
the connection between Judaism and play. In order to understand how this can 
act as an example of play in Judaism, we must turn our attention to the work of 
the renowned philosopher, Roger Caillois. In the 1950's Caillois published the 
book, Man, Play, and Games, as a response to Huizinga's Homo Ludens. In his 
book, Caillois not only details an alternate definition of play, but also extends 
these concepts further by formally defining different types of games [Caillois 
1961]. Dividing the various types of games into a four-part rubric, Caillois 
illustrates that agon (competition), alea (chance), mimicry (imitation), and 
ilinx (disorder), represent the primary classifications of games [Caillois 1961]. 
For the sake of our Judaic example, I will be discussing the variety of game 
designated as mimicry.  
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Detailing the nature of mimicry, Caillois notes, "One is thus confronted with 
a diverse series of manifestations, the common element of which is that the 
subject makes believe or makes others believe that he is someone other than 
himself."[Caillois 1961] Emphasizing his point, Caillois discusses the idea that 
children tend to play with toys that represent miniature versions of the tools, 
weapons or machines used by adults. Stating it frankly, Caillois writes, "For 
children, the aim is to imitate adults." [Caillois 1961] 
Returning to the principle within Judaism to emulate G-d, we can now see 
that this stands as a clear and obvious instance of mimicry. This commandment 
represents a type of game in the most serious manner, as observant Jews strive 
to incorporate this into every aspect of their lives. Further, the provided 
example of children imitating adults is particularly interesting when 
considered in conjunction with G-d's statement in Devarim 14:1 of, "You are 
children of the Lord, your God." In this way, the Jewish people are but children, 
G-d is the adult and they are enacting the play concepts of mimicry to try to be 
like Him.  
Aspects of mimicry can also be found littered throughout a number of 
Jewish Holidays. The Jewish holiday of Sukkot stands as an exemplary 
illustration of this fact. Meaning "booth" in English, Sukkot is a holiday where 
Jews construct small shelters outside where they reside in for a period of seven 
days. There is great historical significance in these acts as they are intended to 
remind participants of the days of the Exodus when Jews wandered the desert 
for forty years. During this time, the Jewish people dwelled in temporary 
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"tabernacles" or booths and as such, Jews are commanded to  "live in booths 
for seven days" (Lev. 23:42–43). 
Turning our attention to the minor holiday of Purim, we can once again find 
a clear example of mimicry. The holiday itself follows the biblical story of 
Esther, in which the Persian Prime Minister, Haman, persuaded the king, 
Ahasuerus, to issue a decree to exterminate the Jews. In response to this, 
Mordechai, the leader of the Jewish people at the time, brought the Jewish 
people together to pray and repent. Meanwhile, Mordechai's cousin, Esther, 
who had, through a string of events, become Ahasuerus' queen, pleaded with 
the king to spare her people. Ahasuerus eventually consented and sent Haman 
to hang on the gallows.  
A number of mimicry-related rituals surround the holiday of Purim. The 
day before the start of the holiday, known as "the Fast of Esther," 
commemorates the day before Esther was first sent to meet king Ahasuerus. 
Intending to appear before king Ahasuerus without permission, Esther pleaded 
with her people to help ease her fears by fasting and praying with her. As a 
means of imitating the ways of Esther and her people, Jews hold to this custom 
and fast before the actual day of Purim. During this same afternoon, we once 
more find another ritualistic act of mimicry. On the afternoon of the Fast of 
Esther, Jews give three coins, in "half" denominations (e.g. a half dollar coin), to 
charity. Known as Machatzit Hashekel this act is in mimicry of the donation 
that all Jews gave annually to the sacred Temple. Finally, on the night of Purim, 
it is customary to dress up as the cast of characters from the biblical narrative 
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and reenact the story in its entirety. Though these are but a few examples, it is 
evident that Caillois' concept of mimicry pervades many Jewish rituals and 
practices. 
We can take another interesting glimpse into the relationship between play 
and games, and Judaic rituals by looking at the practices and principles behind 
Shabbat. Relaying the Ten Commandments to Moses, G-d described the fourth 
commandment as, "Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy." (Exodus 20:8) 
Following this, G-d expands upon the meaning behind this commandment, 
noting that, "in six days HaShem made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in 
them is, and rested on the seventh day…" (Exodus 20:11) While, from our 
previous example of emulating G-d, we can clearly see that this falls within the 
concept of mimicry, the current example provides a deeper look into 
connections between more general game qualities and Judaic rituals. 
Beautifully tying these qualities to Huizinga's characteristics of play, Plate 
states: 
"[Shabbat] is both "sacred" (kadosh), and a ‘game' because it is: ‘outside 
ordinary life' but it absorbs ‘the player intensely and utterly,' just as ‘no profit 
can be gained by it,' proceeding ‘within its own proper boundaries of time and 
space according to mixed rules and in an orderly manner,' and promoting ‘the 
formation of social groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy 
and to stress their difference from the common world by disguise or other 
means'" [Plate 2010] 
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Having illustrated how play and games fit into a broad religious context, I 
argue that game-based learning is more than compatible with religious 
education. To further understand how a digitally game based learning 
environment could create a meaningful, religious experience, I now turn to the 
field of informal Jewish education. 
 
2.3 Informal Jewish Education 
Education has been at the core of Judaism and the Jewish way of living since 
biblical times [Maller 1949]. As perceived in Jewish thought, learning, studying and 
furthering one's education are not to be localized to a certain age bracket. Rather, 
Jews are expected to strive to further their education "from the cradle to the grave." 
[Maller 1949, pg. 1235]. To further illustrate this concept, we can turn our attention 
to the Jewish ethical teachings in Pirkei Avos  [Pies 2000], which states: "…let your 
house be a meeting place for the wise…" [pirkei 1:4]. Rabbinical scholar Reuven P. 
Bulka further elaborates on this statement, commenting that:  
"The doors of knowledge should never be closed, and every house should inspire 
the ambience of wisdom by being a meeting place for the wise." [Pies 2000] 
Because education was already such an integral part of a Jews life there was 
never any emphasis on placing a distinction between formal, informal or non-formal 
education [Chazan 2003]. In fact, and as illustrated by Barry Chazan, this is actually 
a very recent development in the history of education. This is not to say that there 
was not any informal education going during the biblical and Talmudic times. 
Instead, the curriculum within a formal schooling was always supported by a 
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network of informal activities [Chazan 1991]. These were "parallel systems" that 
"included the neighborhood, the home, communal agencies, and the synagogue; 
celebrations and holidays, group experiences, mentors, and the daily and yearly 
calendar." [Chazan 2003, pg. 2] Eventually, the institutions known as "schools" were 
developed leading to the establishment of the term "informal education," and its 
subsequent definition. [Chazan 2003].  
Previous research demonstrates that there is a great deal of disagreements and 
confusion over the application of the terms "informal" and "non-formal" in relation 
to education [Eshach 2007]. However, like Kim and Dopico, I have chosen the term 
informal, "…to embrace students' learning taking place in out-of-school contexts." 
[Kim and Dopico 2014] In bringing students out of a rigid school structure and 
placing them within a social one, informal education, as applied to Judaism, allows 
young Jews to negotiate learned values in an experiential way [Reisman and 
Reisman 2003].  
In their work, Reisman and Reisman lean heavily upon theory in experiential 
education to help situate the direction of informal Jewish education. Reisman and 
Reisman situate their methodological work around the approach of confluent 
education, praising the approach for its ability to fluidly blend affective orientation 
and methodology with a specific cognitive goal [Reisman and Reisman 2003]. 
In summing up their description of experiential education, Reisman and Reisman 
illustrate a number of important caveats to the implementation of experiential 
learning in a Jewish educational context. Due to its informal nature, Reisman and 
Reisman recognize that there is a potential for participants to perceive the program 
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as a mere entertainment-based distraction. However, activities such as summer 
camps, communal youth organizations, and Jewish community centers do not just 
offer students a casual and generally semi-structured means to build social and 
communal bonds. By focusing on the acquisition of knowledge and skills required 
for religious practice, these programs strive to "initiate Jews into domains of human 
activities that are valued by our cultural traditions." [Reimer 2007] In order to 
successfully focus on such a principle Reisman and Reisman encourage "...grounding 
the experiential activities in a learning/action objective." [Reisman and Reisman 
2003] 
 
2.4 Game-Based Learning 
Despite holding onto firm initiatives, educators still face a different 
audience than they did in the past. Recognizing that Jewish youth may not 
relate to previously employed educational techniques, Jewish researcher, 
Zohar Raviv, notes:  
“...our society is enriched by venues of communication and learning that 
can complement the textual dimension in splendid ways...Therefore, it is no 
wonder that younger generations...perceive a two-dimensional black and white 
text-oriented world as lacking exciting potential.” [Raviv 2000, pg. 286] 
It is imperative that educators understand this concept, for this is not a new 
generational development. Instead, and as recognized by author Beth Coleman 
[Coleman 2011], we aren't just going about a generational shift based on 
pervasive media, but have already deeply incorporated many of their cultural 
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constructions into our society. Coleman believes that there must be a focus on 
what she calls x-reality. Coleman defines x-reality as the interlacing of both 
virtual and real experiences; the notion that there is no separation between a 
"virtual" or "real" presence, but that both are a part of a collective whole. As 
she illustrates, we must move beyond notions of a separated presence in 
"virtual" and "real" spaces. Instead, Coleman describes:  
“What has emerged from our collective use of networked technologies is an 
engagement that moves across sites that are real, simulated, and variously 
augmented.” [Coleman 2011] 
 Coleman's idea of x-reality and networked generation, which stipulates that 
widespread network connectivity is already the norm, sets the tone for the type of 
student that educators are now being challenged to reach. Researchers see this 
current generation as "disengaged with traditional instruction," and desiring of a 
setting that permits expedient distribution of information and the opportunity to 
interact with content in a quick and frequent manner [Van Eck 2006]. Due to these 
considerations, it seems logical to attempt to reach contemporary students with 
content that speaks to them. Given that 59% of Americans play video games, and of 
this number 29% are under the age of 18, it is clear that this type of content is 
pervasive among current generations [Gallagher et al 2014]. Additionally, due to the 
fact that virtual experiences of this nature can present information quickly and in an 
interactive manner, it is obvious why educators have already begun looking to 
virtual environments of this nature to approach and engage students [Mikropoulos 
and Natsis 2011] 
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Finally, game-based learning has been credited with the acquisition of a 
number of beneficial skills that have become necessary for 21st-century 
students [Whitton 2009]. While 20th century education focused on the 
deliverance of basic literacy skills, such as simple reading, writing and 
calculating, many researchers now believe that 21st century students must 
acquire high literacy skills [Salen et al 2008]. Examples of high literacy skills 
can refer to the ability to think, read and interact critically, to solve complex 
problems in math or science or to express oneself persuasively through 
language and media [Salen et al 2008]. As research, Nicola Whitton notes:  
“…Computer games can support learning…video games can teach a new 
kind of literacy, encouraging active and critical thinking while developing 
identities, contexts, experiences, cultures and social relationships.” [Whitton 
2009] 
Like Whitton, many researchers now believe that "…exposure to the flexible rule 
sets and iterative, cyclical play, embodied in both design and gaming practices are 
critical for thinking about literacy in the twenty-first century" [Salen et al 2008] 
Based on this research, along with the close connection that religion has with play 
and games, I believe that a game based learning environment could greatly benefit 
students within informal Jewish educational programs. 
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2.5 Game-Based Learning In Jewish Education 
Research on this topic is very limited and extensive searching provided only one 
instance of a virtual environment for Jewish education. Created by Johannah Eve 
Sohn, Virtual Israel is a 3D MUVE designed for use within a Jewish supplementary 
school setting [Sohn 2014]. Built through the game Second Life, players take control 
of an avatar to learn about the history of Israel. As Sohn notes: "A desired outcome 
of the Virtual Israel project is to create an environment for fifth-grade students to 
explore Israel and begin to create personal connections to the land." [Sohn 2014, pg. 
37] Students are meant to tackle the MUVE collaboratively and tasks consist of 
scavenger hunts, simulations (such as fishing), role-playing activities and various 
environment interactions. 
One of the primary areas where Sohn professes to have succeeded was with the 
social and collaborative aspects of Virtual Israel [Sohn 2014]. As she illustrates:  
“[the students] indicated a feeling of community, cooperation and 
collaboration in order to make their way through the Virtual Israel experience. 
Thus, social constructivism is present in both the virtual and physical 
classroom spaces.” [Sohn 2014, pg. 74].  
Further, one of the post-student interviews that Sohn conducted illustrated the 
fact that the social and education balance may not have been equal. As one 
participant notes: "I enjoyed it, but I didn't really understand why it benefits our 
education. There wasn't really something that clearly stuck out of what I learned. 
More like it was just fun playing the video game." [Sohn 2014, pg. 67] What these 
two instances demonstrate is a concern that many researchers and educators have 
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regarding informal Jewish educational programs focusing too much on the social 
aspects and not enough on the educational value [Reisman and Reisman 2003; 
Reimer 2007; Raviv 2000]. By removing the multiplayer aspect of the MUVE and 
distilling the collaborative instances to group discussion and reflection, I believe 
that Korach's Fall will more accurately balance both social and educational 
objectives. 
 
2.6 Discussion 
Looking at this surrounding background research, we can begin to understand 
how many of these theories and principles manifest themselves in a game-based 
learning environment such as Korach’s Fall. As we have seen, concepts related to 
play and games by extension work not only in Jewish education, but also more 
comprehensively for religious education in general. Further, I noted how 
researchers emphasized both the play experience and ritualistic activities to be 
“sacred,” a promoter of communal cohesion, and a means of reinforcing identity and 
difference [Plate 2010].  Finally, I also illustrated how the game classification of 
‘mimicry’ is prevalent throughout Judaism.  
Within the broad basis of these concepts, I was able to decisively apply the 
specific ideas, features and values, which supported the most effective elements of a 
successful game-based learning experience. Mimicry proved to be the critical focus 
here since, as seen through the examples given, these ritualistic acts of mimesis 
were intended to spiritually return the actor to a more sacred time or place.  It is the 
idea of re-living or reconstructing these sacred events or acts that allows the 
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performer to feel a connection to their cultural identity and its subsequent 
relationship to the greater cultural community.  To emphasize these ideals and 
therefore encourage a meaningful experience, it became clear to me that a game-
based learning environment would have to parallel the reasoning behind these 
mimetic rituals. The environment would need to allow the player the opportunity to 
re-experience religiously sacred events, all the while presenting content that strives 
to reaffirm the player’s own sense of Jewish identity. Additionally, this content 
would contain aspects of mimicry in of itself as it not only positioned the player as 
an active member of this story, but also provided her with obstacles that instructed 
on the composition of a number of religious rituals. 
 In my discussion of Jewish education, I came to illustrate how educational 
endeavors are to be pursued throughout the entirety of one’s life. This was further 
illustrated by the quote in the book of Jewish ethics, Pirkei Avos, which noted: "…let 
your house be a meeting place for the wise…" [pirkei 1:4]. In focusing on this 
important belief in Judaism, I recognized that a game-based learning environment 
for informal Jewish education could act as a virtual form of the 'meeting place' 
described in Pirkei Avos.  In aspiring to create such a ‘meeting place,’ I provided 
players with the opportunity to freely interact with ‘the wise,’ in the form of 
important cultural figures. I saw the virtual potential of this ‘meeting place’ to act as 
an avenue for Jewish learning whereby I emphasize those qualities that are relevant 
and attractive to the current generation of young learners. In addition, and as I 
discovered through my research, these learners already tended to perceive text-
oriented learning as less exciting than the sensory richness of a video game. 
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Coleman's concept of ‘x-reality’ acted as further evidence of this idea and illustrated 
to me that any game-based learning environment I developed would have to be 
immersive enough for students of this age to ignore auxiliary distractions. It was 
based on this idea that I chose to create the environment with wide boundaries and 
filled with enough interactive content to keep the player involved. In order to 
further emphasize player engagement, as well as encourage high-literacy learning, 
game mechanics were developed and considered with a focus towards critical 
thinking, reading and interaction. Finally, the type of learning experience students 
have while playing Korach's Fall was meant to addresses important gaps in 
previous, game-based learning environments for Jewish education, where 
socialization-based objectives overshadowed educational ones.    
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3. Approach 
3.1 Game Summary 
 Set during the parshah (Torah portion) "Korach," players take on the role of a 
young student sent back in time to assist Moses in quelling a rebellion. Opening the 
Torah to the parsha also opens a portal in time, sending the student back to 1426 
BCE, when a man named Korach formed a rebellion against the commandments of 
G-d. As detailed in the story, Korach was a disgruntled, high-ranking member of this 
ancient Jewish society. Banding together a group of like-minded villagers, Korach 
attempted to upset the traditional roles of the temple priests by confronting Moses 
and forcing him to let them perform a priest-specific task in the Mishkan (a portable 
dwelling place for the divine presence).  As the parsha details, G-d became upset 
with the disturbance Korach and his followers caused, leading him to destroy them. 
In actively experiencing this story, through a game-based learning environment, 
players' will not only come to understand this particular parsha, but will grow to 
Figure 1 An introductory comic depicts the student's journey 
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understand many cultural ideals, practices and customs of the Jewish people. 
 
3.2 Overview 
Research into the background of informal Jewish education and game-based 
learning acted as a means to inform the development and production of Korach’s 
Fall. Operating under the sentiment that education in Jewish culture is not limited to 
a particular age bracket, it was deemed appropriate to focus on a wider range of 
audience maturity. Based on this, as well as the fact that a 2006-2007 census found 
third to seventh graders having the highest enrollment rate in supplementary 
schools [Wertheimer 2008], Korach’s Fall was targeted towards children between 
the ages of 8-13. Due to this fact, production focused on striking a balance between 
younger and more mature audiences. This led me to try and offset the generally 
mature themes of the parsha story with characters and models that were both 
cartoony as well as non-threatening. 
Reviewing the work of Reisman and Reisman led me to emphasize a number of 
specific design goals for the production of Korach’s Fall. As was previously stated, 
Reisman and Reisman revolved much of their work around concepts of confluent 
education and affective orientation [Reisman and Reisman 2003]. The idea of 
confluent education focuses on the idea that learners learn through thinking as well 
as “doing.” [Reisman and Reisman 2003] This concept was sewn into the very fabric 
of the gameplay as players are presented with the game mechanics of knowledge-
based quizzes as well as “hands-on” oriented puzzles. In conjunction with the 
“learning through thinking” portion of confluent education, Korach’s Fall tasks 
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players with collecting and considering cultural or religious information in order to 
answer time-based questions. In regards to the concept of “learning through doing,” 
players are provided with a number of interaction-focused puzzles that range from 
retrieving lost items to activating a sequence of switches. 
 Reisman and Reisman’s focus on affective orientation helped to influence the 
visual design of Korach’s Fall. Approaching the environmental production with an 
emphasis on affective orientation, I strove to convey the sheer, awe-inspiring nature 
of the mishkan and its surrounding settlement. In its development, I focused on 
trying to achieve both historical and cultural accuracy.  A great amount of research 
was undertaken that included: allocating both specific references in the Torah on 
Figure 3 The Tabernacle by Stan Stein [Stein 2004] 
Figure 2 An overhead perspective of the settlement 
  
22 
the dimensions of the mishkan and it’s courtyard, researching historical images of 
ancient Hebrew encampments and analyzing artistic interpretations of the 
tabernacle’s surrounding settlement. In portraying the environment with such 
detail, I hoped to affect the emotion of the player so that they physical felt as though 
they were in the time period. 
Reimer’s perspective on informal Jewish educational programs also served to 
influence the development of Korach’s Fall. In acknowledging that these types of 
programs seek to “initiate Jews into domains of human activities that are valued by 
our cultural traditions” [Reimer 2007], he provided a direction by which to shape 
the cultural content not associated with the parsha story. Being that Shabbat is such 
a sacred and holy aspect of the Judaic faith, I felt it appropriate to strive to connect 
Jews with rituals and commandments associated with it. Because of this, I was led to 
develop a puzzle that dealt with the ceremony of havdalah, as well as provide a 
number of NPC discussions related to melachot.  
Although the development of Korach's Fall was partially influenced by the 
author's own design experience, a number of informal discussions with Rabbis, 
Jewish educators and students informed on the direction of the production. While 
Figure 4 The Tabernacle in the Wilderness [ESV Study 
Bible 2008] and its virtual equivalent 
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Jewish educators stressed their concern that the educational material be pervasive 
throughout the entirety of the game, the students asserted their preferences for the 
type of gameplay that they would desire out of such an experience. Finally, I 
informally conferred with a number of rabbinical experts on the selected Torah 
portion to be used for the game and was delighted to find that the intended parsha 
story for the project was viewed quite favorably.   
 
3.3 Core Mechanics 
Korach's Fall combines elements of exploration and role-playing to provide a 
unique, Jewish-based learning environment. Set in a 1st-person perspective, the 
player moves about the settlement, exploring its sites, completing puzzles and 
collecting information in order to successfully sway Korach and his followers to 
change their ways. After initially falling into the tabernacle settlement, players learn 
of Korach's rebellion and Moses's need for assistance.  In order for the player to 
actually approach the rebels, Korach, Dathan and Aviram, the player must first 
locate an item that each one of them has lost. Moving through the Tabernacle 
encampment, conversations with villagers, along with a basic mini-map, help to 
point the player in the direction of these lost items. However, retrieving them is not 
as straightforward, as players are first required to solve a puzzle in order to 
"unlock" them. Puzzles consist of switch-based combination puzzle, as well as two 
item retrieval and delivery puzzles. After solving the puzzles and retrieving the 
rebels' lost items, Korach and his followers will then test the knowledge of the 
player with a series of quiz questions. The questions themselves will relate to a 
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number of culturally relevant topics, from the parsha story itself to traditional 
Jewish practices. Finding these answers will be a core part of the game as the player 
will be required to search for clues, within the encampment and from the 
conversations of the people. 
 
3.4 Judaic Content 
3.4.1 Parsha Story 
The entirety of the parsha story is depicted throughout Korach's Fall. Each plot 
point of the tale is elaborated or illustrated in a multitude of ways, be it a comic 
panel, a dialogue interaction or a puzzle. The story itself can be broken down into 
three main portions: 
1. Korach challenges Moses as the leader of the Jewish people and the granting 
of the high priesthood to Aaron. Korach, along with known troublemakers 
Dathan and Aviram, join together 250 community members. The group of 
rebels tries to test their worthiness of the priesthood by lighting the sacred 
incense (the ketoret). G-d, rains down fire upon the incense burners and 
opens up a hole in the Earth to swallow Korach and the rest of his followers. 
2. Upset with the amount of death, the Jewish people end up blaming Moses. G-
d sends a plague down upon the settlement, which ravishes the people. The 
plague is subsequently stopped when Aaron offers the ketoret. 
3. In order to further test the worthiness of Aaron, each tribe, along with the 
Kohanim and the Levi, are asked to deliver a staff to the innermost part of the 
Tabernacle. The next morning, it was miraculously revealed that Aaron's staff 
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had begun to blossom and sprout almonds. G-d commands that specified gifts 
be given to the kohanim, known as a terumah. 
 Because Korach's Fall takes place during portion one of this parsha story, the 
other two portions are covered through clues, quiz-based questions, comic panels 
and puzzles. While the first conversation with Moses elaborates on the initial part of 
the parsha, it is through the discussions with villagers that the player truly begins to 
understand many of the stories supporting details. In one such instance, the player 
approaches a Levite in the Tabernacle courtyard, who then expounds, "The Ketoret, 
the sacred incense, is for the Kohanim to burn and no one else!" Through this very 
small piece of NPC dialogue, the player not only comes to understand that Korach is 
infringing upon ancient, ritualistic practices, but also exactly what the Ketoret is and 
that it is the Kohanim who are intended to burn it.  Other villagers serve as a means 
to add further clarification to uncommon terminology or complex ideas surrounding 
the parsha. Just one example of this is found when the player converses with a 
particular female villager. Upon interacting with her, the villager elaborates on the 
actual meaning behind the term "korach," and how it's meaning (bald spot) 
Figure 5 A member of the tribe Levi comments on Korach 
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characterizes both Korach himself as well as the symbolic ramifications behind 
rebellious actions.     
 The final part of portion one details the final fate of Korach and his followers. 
While this and the proceeding two sections of the parsha occurs after the point in 
time in which Korach's Fall takes place, it is still touched upon through the use of 
gameplay and story elements. In searching for the answers to Korach's quiz 
questions, players will come to discover that a number of pages, with notes taken on 
the parsha, have followed them into the tabernacle settlement. In order to 
successfully answer Korach's questions, players will have to search the desert for 
these lost pages. The pages detail many of the incidents related to those portions of 
the parsha, including the final fate of Korach as well as the outbreak of the plague, 
taking place after the current point in the game. This piece of gameplay is further 
Figure 6 One of the note pages 
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embedded into the actual story of the game, with Korach himself acknowledging 
that some of his followers previously found these pages and found them to be a 
humorously fictional tale. 
 The puzzle that must be solved in order to uncover Aviram's lost item actually 
serves as a mean to introduce the player into the beginning of the third portion of 
the parsha story. In this quest, players must locate the almond staff and return it to 
Aaron's tent. Coming upon a distinctly colored-tent, players find a mysterious 
villager who elaborates upon the significance of the staff placed inside. Completing 
this quest requires the players to know the exact identity of the kohain gadol, a fact 
that they can uncover through conversations with villagers. Knowing that Aaron 
was the kohain gadol is not only relevant to this parsha story, but is an important 
fact throughout all of Jewish history. 
Figure 7 The almond staff 
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 Finally, the closing part of the game is a means of reinforcing all three portions 
of the parsha. After convincing all the rebels, players are taken to a final screen that 
contains a comic book style panel. This comic panel not only illustrates G-d's 
devastation of Korach and his followers, but it also briefly summarizes the final 2 
portions. 
 
 
3.4.2 Additional Cultural & Religious-Based Content 
Along with detailing the story of parsha Korach, a combination of conversations 
with villagers and the games puzzles also provides players with a plethora of 
culturally and religiously relevant information. In terms of NPC conversations, 
villagers offer a great deal of additional content to consider. In just one instance of 
this, a discussion with a female villager illustrates a fundamental aspect to Shabbat. 
Upon first interacting with the villager, she remarks: “I simply love Shabbat! Did you 
know that there are 39 categories of labor that we must refrain from doing?” The 
next interaction then elaborates on this concept as the woman then notes: “These 
are called the 39 Melachot. Anything they do in the Mishkan is something we can’t 
Figure 8 The final comic strip 
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do on Shabbat.” With this short dialogue, learners are able to glean a fundamental 
concept of Shabbat. Although it might seem straightforward, the idea of “labor,” in 
relationship to Shabbat, is not simply defined as an action of physical exertion of toil 
[Appel 1989]. Through this seemingly simple conversation, learners can now more 
fully comprehend what it means to labor on Shabbat, as well as understand exactly 
what a melacha is.  
All of the puzzles within Korach’s Fall are constructed with mechanics that 
contain an inherent Judaic lesson. Puzzles, which are not directly associated with the 
parsha story, serve to teach players both important cultural and historical concepts 
in Judaism as well as practices in specific religious ceremonies.  
The first of these puzzles, the one that is necessary to complete in order to 
acquire Dathan’s item, provides players with the opportunity to learn how the 
twelve tribes of Israel would arrange themselves around the tabernacle 
encampment. When players approach a tent on the outskirts of the settlement, they 
are confronted by a series of individually marked. Looking closer at these switches, 
the player will be able to distinctly see that these designs not only contain the 
Figure 9 The switch puzzle along with its corresponding map 
  
30 
particular emblem of each individual tribe, but the tribe’s name in both Hebrew and 
English formats. As the player journeys into the tent itself, they will find a map 
depicting the tabernacle encampment with the surrounding twelve emblems of the 
tribes. In addition to this, the map also contains a pathway that correlates with the 
distinct layout of how these tribes would settle around the tabernacle.  In order to 
solve the puzzle, the player must follow the pathway of the map and activate the 
switches in the right order. The item that the player receives from this puzzle 
actually provides further background information into the history of the tabernacle 
settlement. After activating the switches in the right order, players will then be able 
to collect a silver trumpet. In speaking with villagers throughout the settlement, 
players will come to understand that this trumpet was actually one of two, 
constructed under orders of G-d and used as a means of calling the villagers 
together having them set out.  
Figure 10 A villager explains the silver trumpet 
  
31 
The final puzzle, the one that must be solved in order to retrieve Korach’s item, 
is used as a vehicle to instruct players on a specific religious ceremony. Each week, 
at the conclusion of the Sabbath, a special ritual is performed to welcome the 
coming week. This ceremony, called havdalah, involves reciting blessings, in a 
specific order, over wine, sweet-smelling spices, and fire. In order to help learners 
remember this order, this puzzle tasks them with retrieving the ingredients 
necessary for havdalah, in the order in which the blessings are recited. Discussions 
Figure 12 Instructions on a blessing 
Figure 11 The Havdalah set 
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with villagers provide helpful clues to the order of these blessings, the actual 
location of the ingredients, as well as additional information related to the 
ceremony. In one instance, a villager woman actually instructs the player on the 
blessing for fire and clarifies its translation, stating: “‘borei mo’rei ha’eish’, ‘Who 
creates the light of the fire.’ Such a beautiful bracha!” 
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4. Use in an Educational Setting 
4.1 Implementation 
The game based learning environment is intended as a complementary piece to 
an informal Jewish education curriculum. Aroutis Foster’s pedagogical model, 
PCaRD, provides an effective means by which to implement the game based learning 
environment. Standing for “play, circular activity, reflection and discussion,” PCaRD, 
acts as an effective solution for the implementation of game-based learning 
activities into an educational setting. As Dr. Foster illustrates, “PCaRD was 
developed to aid teachers in a systematic process for teaching with digital play-
based environments and to support how teachers may adapt these applications to 
their teaching.” [Katz-Buonincontro and Foster 2013, pg. 57].  
The model itself was designed “to include opportunities for student engagement 
based on their natural curiosity for inquiry, construction, communication, and 
expression (ICCE) and for supporting teacher involvement.” [Foster and Shah 2011] 
Through the combined, facilitator-designed elements of a structured curricular 
activity, alongside subsequent reflection and discussion, facilitator’s have the 
opportunity to implement the game based learning environment in a manner that 
supports the student’s connection to the content and the facilitator’s method of 
delivering the content. Prior to the beginning of the actual activity, facilitators 
should establish an overarching objective to act as a means of framing the game 
based learning environment’s Judaic content. This objective should follow the 
activity in its entirety and should be included in a manner that facilitates “…the 
connection between personal and pedagogical experiences.” [Shah and Foster 2014] 
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The circular activity should further this connection by emphasizing the student’s 
cultural, religious and personal understanding of these Judaic elements.  
In a hypothetical scenario, the activity would begin with a play session, where 
students individually immerse themselves in the game based learning environment. 
A curricular activity, designed to reinforce the elements of ICCE, then follows. Next, 
a reflection session occurs, where the students break off into groups “to reconcile 
game play experiences with curricular activity experiences.” [Foster and Shah 2011] 
Finally, the activity is concluded with a facilitator-led discussion. 
 
4.2 Role of Educator 
As Reisman and Reisman note, one of the main difference between traditional 
education and informal education arises from the student to educator relationship. 
While, in a traditional education setting, the student acts as a passive recipient for 
the provided curriculum, an informal setting situates the educator to student 
relationship in a more “nondirective” fashion. In this context, the educator’s mission 
is to not only stimulate the motivational desire through experiential-based activities 
but to maintain it. The experiential educator is seen here as a facilitator; an educator 
who “...structures and orchestrates the several components of the educational 
experience...in order to optimize the achievement of learning.” [Reisman and 
Reisman 2003] Following this understanding, the facilitator will be tasked with 
setting a clear objective for the entirety of the activity [Foster and Shah 2011]. In 
addition, the facilitator designs a post-gameplay curricular activity, based around 
the components of ICCE. The final part of the activity consists of the facilitator 
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reconvening the group “to scaffold their experiences of game play, curricular 
activity, and reflection as they explain their responses to prompts and seek 
explanations to questions they have.” [Foster and Matma 2011] 
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5. Evaluation 
 
As a means of evaluating whether or not Korach’s Fall could provide a 
meaningful game-based learning experience, the author’s employed a panel of 
experts from both the fields of Jewish education and game based learning. Members 
included: Rabbi Mordechai Schwersenski, the assistant principle of Judaic studies at 
Torah Academy of Greater Philadelphia, Rabbi Aaron Horn, Gemara and biology 
teacher as well as the director of student activities at Kohelet Yeshiva High School 
and Gabriela Richard Ph.D., a postdoctoral research fellow from the graduate school 
of education at the University of Pennsylvania. After receiving the game, each expert 
panel member assessed the content of the experience for its Jewish-themed content, 
its means of education through gameplay and its ability to create a meaningful 
experience for students. Once this assessment was finished, the experts then 
detailed their responses in a qualitative questionnaire. Detailed below is a summary 
of the expert’s responses to each question. 
 
How well did the game based learning experience serve as a means of 
teaching a Torah story? 
Two out of the three expert panel members found this game based learning 
experience to have been effective in teaching a Torah story. One of the experts from 
within Jewish education stated simply: “I thought that it did a great job of teaching 
the Torah story.” While both the Jewish educators found it to have been effective in 
this regard, the game based learning expert, who was unaffiliated with Judaism, 
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admitted that: “As someone who knows very little about the Torah story, I found the 
experience to be a bit of a cognitive overload.” 
 
Do you think that informal Jewish Education is a field that would benefit 
from a game-based learning experience? Why or why not?  
All three of the expert panel members agreed that informal Jewish education 
could benefit from a game-based learning experience. As one of the experts in 
Jewish education noted: “Students today have a harder time engaging with typical 
texts. A game based learning experience combined with real authentic text based 
learning can enhance both student engagement, motivation, and help deepen 
knowledge as well.” 
 
Do you believe that this would be a valuable tool in engaging students with 
Judaic content?  
Once again, all three members of the expert panel agreed that this game-based 
learning experience would be a valuable tool in engaging students with Judaic 
content.  Although there was a general agreement, one of the experts in Jewish 
education, as well as the expert in game-based learning concurred that the game 
could still use a bit more work before it is ready to be used in such a manner. In 
regards to the games improvement, the game-based learning expert noted that: “I 
needed a little more anchoring before I could fully understand the story and have an 
objective that made sense to me.”  
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Are there any specific elements of the game that you believe students 
would connect with? Are there elements that they wouldn’t connect with?  
In response to this question, the game-based learning expert suggested that 
“sandbox” type quality to the gameplay provided both positive and negative 
qualities to the experience. While praising this open-world gameplay, it was 
acknowledged that the world was “…too open and confusing”, a gameplay element 
that could potentially affect the student’s ability to connect with the material. To 
remedy this, it was suggested that the game provide a tutorial or an “…opening 
sequence where the player is introduced to the objectives.” The first of the experts 
in Jewish education noted the historical accuracy of the Mishkan and the camp as 
one of the positive elements, but professed concern “…that the challenges may have 
been hard for students to connect with.” The second expert in Jewish education 
agreed with the first on the accuracy of the environment, going so far to note that: 
“Just by looking at the mishkan you built is more valuable than 30 minutes of 
classtime.”     
 
Do you believe this is a better means of learning Judaic content than by 
text-based methods? Is it worse? Why or why not? 
Both experts in Jewish education agreed that neither method is necessary better 
than the other and that both provide a number of pros and cons to consider. The 
first expert in Jewish education acknowledged that: “It is a different way of engaging 
students in applying their knowledge and the texts studied in a challenging and fun 
way.” The second expert in Jewish education, while noting that instead of acting as a 
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direct replacement for texts that the game-based learning environment “…would 
enhance text learning with it.” The expert in game-based learning actually provided 
a recommendation that game include auditory cues for pronunciation, noting that: 
“…having visual and auditory cues would assist learners, especially since this is so 
important to learning Judaic culture and history.” 
 
Could you see this fitting into an informal Jewish educational curriculum? 
If so, what type of informal educational program would this fit with? 
All three experts agreed that this game-based learning environment could fit 
into an informal Jewish educational curriculum. Both the second expert in Jewish 
education as well as the expert in game-based learning suggested that summer 
camps might be a proper fit for this game-based learning environment. The game-
based learning expert noted that: “It could fit well as part of encouraged 
extracurricular youth activities. For example, it could be put up on a website for 
youth to play with and discuss as part of summer camp or Torah study.” The first 
expert in Jewish education actually recommended that this game-based learning 
environment would fit well in a formal Jewish educational setting, within the setting 
of an informal club.  
 
What would you like to see improved in this game-based learning 
experience? 
The game-based learning expert, in addition to recommending that the 
introductory experience be driven by an anchored sequence, noted a number of 
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glitches and bugs that could potentially detract from the overall experience. The 
first of the experts in Jewish education felt that, along with the camera controls 
being difficult to maneuver, conversations should move along at a quicker pace.  The 
second expert in Jewish education agreed with this sentiment, additionally 
recommending that actual audio be used for the dialogue. 
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6. Conclusion 
 
The goal of this research was to evaluate whether or not a game-based learning 
experience could not only help students engage in meaningful experiences related to 
their religion, but also to provide a contemporary outlet for students that are 
disengaged from both Judaic content and traditional teaching methodologies. To test 
this, we developed, Korach’s Fall, a game-based learning environment for informal 
Jewish education designed to educate players on the details of a parsha story, as 
well as a number of cultural ideals, practices and customs of the Jewish people. 
Korach’s Fall was developed in conjunction with the informal interviews of a 
number of Jewish educational experts and students and was evaluated by means of 
an expert panel review.  
The review from the members of the expert panel provided some interesting 
insight into the successes and flaws of Korach’s Fall. In terms of meeting the 
research projects goals, Korach’s Fall can be seen to have succeeded. Not only did all 
three experts agree that this game-based learning environment could be a valuable 
tool for engaging informal Jewish educational students, but it was also noted that 
the game-based learning environment was both effective at teaching a Torah story 
and constructed with enough authenticity to potentially even replace classroom 
time. In terms of evaluating whether or not this is a better alternative than text-
based methods, the expert panel acknowledged that this game-based learning 
environment would be useful tool at presenting the material in an engaging and 
different way as well as being a means to enhance text-based learning.  
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The expert panel did also point out a number of areas where the game-based 
learning environment could improve and subsequently produce a better 
environment by which to engage Jewish learners. It was noted that anchoring the 
beginning of the game in an introductory sequence or relevant tutorial could assist 
the player in immediately understanding her objectives. Additionally, it was also 
recommended that increasing the speed of the dialogue text, as well as providing 
audio cues could help to not only explain Jewish terminology, but also enrich the 
overall experience.   
 
6.1 Implications 
In providing the approach for a game-based learning environment for informal 
Jewish education, this research provides a means of refining, expanding and 
improving upon future work in this generally unresearched area of study. 
Additionally, the proven ability of such a game-based learning environment to 
meaningfully engage informal Jewish educational students indicates its potential to 
be directly incorporated into an informal Jewish educational curriculum.  
 
6.2 Limitations 
The main limitation with this research project relates to the means by which it 
was evaluated. In order to more effectively develop and produce a game-based 
learning environment that will create meaning experiences, it would have proven 
useful to evaluate the game by means of a quantitative and qualitative study of 
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Jewish students. Due to logistical problems and time constraints, such a study was 
not possible to undertake.  
 
6.3 Future Work 
Korach’s Fall has provided a number of considerations for future research. In 
order to increase its potential to engage students, alterations to the gameplay, 
including audio-based dialogue and an introductory sequence to direct and anchor 
gameplay would be implemented. In addition to this, a qualitative and quantitative 
study based around Jewish students would help to refine the gameplay to more 
effective engage them. Finally, future research may wish to consider focusing on an 
alternate parsha story.  
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Appendix A: Definition of Terms 
1. Affective Education – an educational approach that focuses on addressing emotions 
rather than content 
2. Confluent Education – an approach to experiential education that focuses on both 
learning through thinking as well as learning through “doing” 
3. Experiential education – see “informal education” 
4. Informal Education - Synonymous with “experiential education.” Grounded on 
creative activities, personalized in a small-group setting, which seek to link the 
subject matter to the experiences and interests of the participant 
5. Informal Jewish Education - An approach to Jewish education, in which people 
participate, in a small-group setting, in a diverse series of Jewish life experiences. 
These experiences are shaped by some set of Jewish beliefs, values, and behaviors 
and should be instructed with a careful balance maintained between socialization 
and education 
6. Ketoret – The ritual incense used by the Kohanim in biblical times 
7. MMORPG – Massively multiplayer online role-playing game 
8. MUVES – Multi-user virtual environments 
9. Networked Generation – Our current generation, where an emergent age of mobile 
technologies, pervasive media and networked connectivity is the norm  
10. NPCs - Non-player characters 
11. Parsha - a section of one of the biblical books detailed in the Torah 
12. PCaRD – Play, Curricular activity, Reflection, and Discussion (PCaRD) is a 
pedagogical model for integrating games into classrooms.   
13. Shabbos – The seventh day of the Jewish week where Jews are commanded to rest 
and abstain from work. 
14. X-reality – the interlacing of both virtual and real experiences; the notion that there 
is no separation between a “virtual” or “real” presence, but that both are a part of a 
collective whole 
 
